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Overview 
 
 There is a need to move past general rhetoric and empirically assess how different 
models of multistakeholderism actually work in settings devoted to decision making rather 
than just dialogue.  How well do different models structure interaction, enable and constrain 
stakeholder participation, promote collective learning and mutual understanding, and 
incentivize actors to negotiate successful outcomes?  In particular, how do these models work 
with respect to global civil society, the stakeholder group with the fewest material resources 
and institutional capacities to draw on in pressing its views?  This workshop will explore 
these and related questions by focusing on a key case study: the role of civil society actors in 
ICANN’s Generic Names Supporting Organization (GNSO).  The GNSO community drives 
the Policy Development Process (PDP) for generic top level domains (gTLDs), and its 
Council votes and takes decisions to manage that process.   
 
 The three lead sponsors of this workshop---the Noncommercial Stakeholders Group 
(NCSG) , and its two constituencies, the Noncommercial Users Constituency (NCUC) and 
the Not-for-Profit Operational Concerns Constituency (NPOC)---together comprise about 
350 organizational and individual members, and they elect six members to the 23-member 
GNSO Council.1 These Councilors coordinate with the NCSG membership, propose and vote 
on motions, and negotiate with the Councilors representing the registries, registrars, 
intellectual property interests, business users, and Internet service providers2.  In addition, 

                                                
1  For more information, the GNSO is http://gnso.icann.org,  NCSG is 
https://community.icann.org/display/gnsononcomstake/NCSG-Wiki+Home, NCUC is 
http://www.ncuc.org, and NPOC is http://www.npoc.org.  
 
2 The GNSO currently comprises four stakeholder groups, which are divided into two 
“houses” for the purpose of voting in the Council.  The Contracted Party House contains the 
Registry and Registrar stakeholder group.  The Non-contracted Party House contains the 
NCSG and the Commercial Stakeholder Group (CSG).  The non-contracted groups are 
further divided into a series of interest-specific Constituencies:  The NCSG includes the 
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members of the NCSG and its constituencies adopt position statements and participate in 
GNSO Working Groups, Public Comment Periods, and other avenues of engagement within 
ICANN.   
 
 This workshop will provide an overview and assessment of the institutional structures, 
processes, and outcomes of noncommercial actors’ participation in the GNSO. A 
multistakeholder dialogue involving ICANN participants from civil society, business, 
government and the Board of Directors will consider the ways in which the ICANN model 
enables and constrains civil society participation in decision making, both generally and with 
respect to particular key initiatives like the New gTLD Program.   The workshop also will 
outline the opportunities available to newcomers who might like to get involved in ICANN, 
particularly from developing countries; and consider whether the GNSO experience offers 
any generalizable lessons for civil society participation in global Internet governance 
processes more generally. 
 
 
Sample Questions for Discussion 
 
1. There is a wide range of pressing issues in the field of global Internet governance, many 

of which some would argue are more important to civil society than the collective 
management of gTLDs.  Moreover, gTLD issues are very complex and it can take a lot of 
time and commitment to work on them effectively.  So why should civil society actors 
bother to allocate their scarce bandwidth and resources to participating in the GNSO? 

 
2. The working definition of Internet governance developed in the WGIG and The Tunis 

Agenda adopted subsequently both speak of actors contributing “in their respective 
roles.” The government representatives who advocated this language had in mind that 
these roles were quite distinct, with governments enjoying a monopoly on the formulation 
of public policy.  But for gTLDs, policy is (or is supposed to be) developed in the 
multistakeholder GNSO.  And ICANN CEO Fadi Chehadé often speaks of ICANN’s 
need to evolve toward a “multi-equal-stakeholder” organization.  So how do these roles 
work in GNSO practice?  Do the stakeholders play distinct roles,  and if so what is civil 
society’s relative to other actors?   

 
3. To what extent do GNSO (and more  broadly, ICANN) rules and procedures empower 

civil society actors?  To what extent do they constrain them? 
 
4. Procedural rules notwithstanding, what is the distribution of power and influence across 

GNSO actors regarding a) agenda setting, b) the conduct of negotiations, c) policy 
outcomes?  Can we illustrate this with recent major policy developments regarding the 
new gTLD program? 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
NCUC and the NPOC, while the CSG includes the Business Constituency, Intellectual 
Property Constituency, and the Internet Service Providers Constituency.  
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5. Civil society stakeholders have sought to promote public interest objectives in global 
Internet governance, e.g. the preservation and strengthening of multistakeholderism and 
limitations on (inter)governmental control; a proper balance between 
commercial/noncommercial interests and Internet uses; an open, accessible, interoperable 
and secure Internet; human rights and civil liberties; development; “good governance” 
objectives like transparency, accountability, and inclusive participation; and so on.  To 
what extent have they been successful in the GNSO and ICANN? 

 
6. How does the civil society’s participation in the GNSO, and in ICANN more generally, 

compare to its participation in other global Internet governance processes?  What about 
other global ICT policy processes beyond the realm of Internet governance? 

 
7. How might multistakeholderism in the GNSO be impacted by the new gTLD 

environment?  How might it be improved? 
 
8. How can we  promote broader and deeper engagement by global civil society actors in 

the GNSO and ICANN more generally?  What sort of “inreach” to existing participants 
and “outreach” to potential participants is needed?  What are the particular challenges 
with respect to enhancing the participation of actors from the developing countries? 
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